Thymus size evaluated by sonography. A longitudinal study on infants during the first year of life.
To use sonography in a follow-up study aimed at assessing the size of the thymus in healthy infants, and to search for a possible relation to clinical variables, breast-feeding status, and illness. Forty-seven healthy infants were examined as neonates and re-examined at 4 months of age. Thirty-seven of the infants were also re-examined at 8, 10, and 12 months of age. The thymus size was measured with the sonographic thymic index used as a volume estimate. The correlations between the thymic index and the sex, weight, length, illness, and breast-feeding status of the infants were analysed. At birth the median thymic index was 12 (range 4-29). At 4 months the median thymic index was 28 (range 12-83). The thymic index was positively correlated to the body length of the infant and to its breast-feeding status (p < 0.0001). At 8 months the median thymic index was 29 (range 6-55) and most of the variation could be explained by the length of the infant (p = 0.0018, r = 0.50). At 10 months the median thymic value had decreased to 19 (range 9-49), and at 12 months to 17 (range 7-53). Infants exclusively breast-fed during the first 4 months of their lives had a larger thymic index at 10 months than formula-fed infants (p = 0.0024). Infants with fever episodes from 10 to 12 months had a smaller thymic index at 12 months (p = 0.0241). The thymus size in healthy infants increases from birth to 4 and 8 months of age and then decreases. Most of the individual variation can be explained by breast-feeding status and body size, and to a lesser extent by illness. We propose statistical models by which the normal variation/distribution of the thymic size can be estimated in infants up to one year of age.